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THE EFFECT OF PASSAGE ORGANIZATION
ON MAIN IDEA COMPREHENSION AT THREE. RESPONSE LEVELS

ti

. Ginger Van Blarico
University of Wisconsin,- adison

'Sandra White
University of Wisconsin-M dison

IntrodUctiOn

Identifying the main idea of a passe is a task. commonly.

.

found in instructional. materials' and On re\ ding 'comprehension

tests. Despite its frequenf-appe.arance (a
,

i.mportance) few researchers have examined t a nature of main idea

consequently, its

1

comprehension. The'result is that, fot some people, main idea

comprehension is often considered to be a sil.le, sim4e comprehension

-task. It was the oPinib
,

n of the ingestigator that, min idea

comprehension is 'definitely not a single, simile task Instead,
.

it is 'proposed that main, idea compreherrsion ma really be several

related but distinct tasks. To test this noti n two factors that

,imigh.t affect comprehension,of the. main idea wer isolated and studied.

The two factorp were: passage organization and ain idea question
7

0

type.. Two questions were tlhe focus of.this.stud

'(I) /s comprehension'OF the main ideaaff cte byj e
organization of. the passages read?

(V Is comprehension of the main idea affecte. by the
type of main Idea lquestion'asked?.. t

A review of the literature apecific to passage organization
.

and main idea,que;stion
.

type is presented in the .Fol owing.sections.m

The first section is a review of the literatbre relaed to
,

..,,

k
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passage organization and comprehension. The second is specific to

comprehension and main idea question type..

Passage Organization and Comprehension

Karlin (1971) says that the ability to comprehend is

enhanced when the reader sees the relationships among the

ideas in a passage and recognizes the structure that ties the
'

sentences together. A main idea comprehension task usually

requires reading several statements in a passage and synthesizing

these ideas into a single central thought. It seems reasonable to

assume that passage organization may be a factor that affects

main idea comprehensorp..

4
Oaken, Wieneran6 tromer (1971) attempted tu determine

whether the ability-ta Organize passage content affects comprehension.

They compared subjects' ability to organize, iliformation with their

ability to comprehend a passage. They found that even when a reader

can decode wards readily, he may have difficulty comprehending a

passage if he does not organize the ideas presented in a

meaningfUl.way. They suggested that: (1) reading instruction should

focus on teabhing organizational 'techniques; and (2.) that for some

readers, prorganized material shobld be provided to facilitate

comprehension.

Ausubbl.and Fitzgerald (1962) studied the effect of an

sdvanteJorganizer.on 'passage comprehension. According to Ausubel

(1962) the advance, organizer does the f.oll'owing for the reader:

(The advance organizer) (a) gives him a
general overview of the more detailed material
in advance of his actual confrontation with it,
and (b) also provides organizing elementt
that are inclusive of and take into account
mott relevantly and efficiently the particular
content contained in this material. (p. 221)
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Ausubel and Fitzgerald found that when they provide an advance

organizer, passage Comprehension improved for subjects with

little verbal ability, but remained unchanged for subjects with

average or .above-average ability.

Smith and Hesse (1969)--slvdie4 the effect of an, oral

cognitive organizer on passage comprehension -of gpold and poor

readers. Like the advance organizer, the oral cognitive organizer

familiarized thWreader with the general content and organization

of the passage read. Smith and Hesse found that the oral cognitive'

organizer had little effect on passage comprehension for the

.good reader, but did have a significant positive effect'on the poor

readers' ability to determine passage main idea.

A study on passage organization and comprehension quite

different from, the previous studies was done- by Gagne (1969).

Gagne studied, the effect of inserting a passage organizer in

passage content on factual recall. ,A passagd organizer was

a topic stentencs-Vesigned to help the reader relate the

facts presented. Gagne asked subjects to recall facts

presented both with and without passage organizers (i.e., topic

'sentences) and found that facts were retained signifigantly

move often when they were organi?ed for the subjects with

passage organizer.

One. purpoe of this study was to determine whether

main idea comprehension is affee -ted by the organitation' of the

passages read. Frod th4 studies done on passage organi±ation and

comprehension,' it would seem that the ability to detect or sense,

passage organization affects comOrehension% From the Ausubel and

Fitzgefald, Smith and Hesse, and Gagne studies it also seems

5
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that't ols or techniques for helping the reader sense passage'

orgeni ation may improve comprehension-at leayt for subjects
0 ,,

of to verbal ability or for those subjects it*ntified as

poor eaderso In thii study, the/effect of 4 piissade

organ zer topic sentence) on the ability to identify main

idea as.teseed.

Ques ion T

The level of response.required'by the typeof main ideat

'que tion 'asked was identified as another factor that might

saff ct performance on a main idea comprehension task.,'

Otto, Barrett, and Koenke (1969) tested' second and fifth

)grade chiddtens' ability to generate a main idea statement for
%

passages read. They found that the second grade subjects were,

not able to generate adequate main idea statements, but wer
JO

able to respond with accurate title-like statements. They

suggested'th'at furtier research might, indicate that instruction
LL

in deriving a main idea statement (a more sophisticated

main idea task)fshould be postponed until the later

elementary school years.

Anneals and Stevens (1972) asked subjects in grades 3-,6

to (1) underline the topic sentence in passages that they

read, and (2) write a title for thespassages.-\\Like the Otto,

Barrett, Koenke Study, Williams and Stevens found that 500

o the subjects were able to write an acceptable title, while

fewer (40%) could underline the topic sentence.

A survey of a.few basal reading series revealed that most

of the authors of,elementary reading texts believe that

"getting the main idea" is an aspect of cothprehension that

6
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shOuld be included in reading instruction. EVOI though the

basal texts that were'surveyed provided activities for

teaching "main idea" there was ah inconsistency among the

activities, which seemed to suggest a lack afrconsensus

concerning a definition of this ,aspect of codprehension.

In some of the activities, students were asked to identify'

a topic by choosing -the best title of a selection. At the

lower levls'of oneseries, selecting the best title-was used

to measure the ability td identify the topic and the ability

to determine the main idea. At the upper levels of this

same series, distinctions were made between topic, main topic,

and main idea._-
Because of the result's of the research that has ,been

/

-

done in this area, and because of, the inconsistency among

main idea activities in the elementary'basal reaOing, series,

the second purpose or this study was to determine w ether

main idea comprehension is affected by theAype of main idea

question askdd. In this study, three main idea question types

were ideritif'ied, each requiring what was considered to be

three distinct response levels. A topic main idea question

required a one- to three-word response that told generally

A what the passage was all about. A title main'idea-question
49N-

asked for a topic made more explicit by qualifiers such as

prepositional phrases, adjectives, adverbs. Amain idea statement

questioh required a complete sentence that told what the entire'

passage was about, i.e., a topic sentence.

Procedure

Sub'ects
of

Thirty third and 30 fp r h grade, children Ifrom a Semi-rural

Wisconsin public school we'e the subjects for this study. The

7
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subjects were selected on a random basis frOm the total population.

of 150 third and fourth grade children in this school. Only

third and fourth, grade subjects reading at 6 3.0 grade le'vel

or better on the Reading Comprehension SubteSts of the Stanford

Achievement Test (Primary Levels 2 and 3 respectively) were

included in the study'to assure that all subjecti'would be able

to successfully decode the test passageg.

Materials

Twenty test passages were written fbr this study. Ten of

the 20 passages had no paAage organiier, i.e., topic sentence.

The remaining passages were ntical to the first ten iQ.

content, but passage ,organizers or topic sentencellhdd been

added. Each passage ranged in length from SC to 60 -words and ,

4

had a readability score of betweOn 2.6 and 2.9, according t8 the

5Pa-che Readability Formula. Most of the passages were factual(

while a few were narrative. Each passage had five to six sentences

that supported the main idea. Three questions testing general topic,

title, and main idea statement recognition were written for

each passage. The topic question required a one- to three-word

- general response to the main idea, of the passage. The title

question asked for a topic plus a qualifier. A summary of all the

details 4.n the form of a complete sentence idas.required in the

main id9 statement question. The.incorrectanswer chOices for each

question referred to details from the passages. The \questions

were ordered randomly for each passage. -

Testing Procedure

Individual test' booklets were assembled using a multiple

matrix samplirig procedure to.assyre that each of the twenty,



passages w6 distribeited randomly among subjects. Via his'
.

procedure,(` each subject wasf assigned ten different passages,

five with 'passage organizers, and five. witHout. Thus, every

subject read and responded &° 30 main idea qUestions: .five topic, ,

five title, and five main idea statement questions each on passages
r , .

with and without, organizers. Each of the twenty, p sages was read by
. ,

, .
_

fifteen, subjects a.t both the third and the fourth gra levels.

1

' After,the passages were assigned to the individual booklets, the --

items within each booklet were ordered on 'a random basis.

The subjects, were tested within their classro ms ty their

regular classroom teachers. The* tests admi ister d. irk two

sitting's, approximately 25 minutes each. The tee however was

not timed. F011owing an example item, the subjects worke

indeperidently; help with pronunciat'ion was given whth- necessary.

Results

The design of the study was a 3x2 randomized block with

repeated measares on both factors (Kirk, 1968). The factor

were (1) Question type, topic, title d main id

fi

statement, and (?) passage orgartizationno erg nizer,'org nizero

The results of the analysis of-Uariance for' the 3 d and :4th rade'

subjects are given in Tables ,1 and 2.

/' Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here

As indicated by the two. tables, the organization.variable

was' significant at the .01 level for the fourth grade subjects.

-It was not 'significant& however, for the 3td grade subjects.



The question type variable was significant. for bottthe 3rd and 4th

grades, again at the .01 level. No significant interaction

between.factIrs was 'found for either population. The

significant subjects effect For both samples WaS expected,
r'

but not examined in, this study, as the primary inerest concerned

"treatment,* rather than subject differences:'

The cell'means for both the third and fourth grade subjects

are given in Table 3. The highest mean score possible,for each.

response type was 5-.0. The mean response T eacheach category wash

very high. Thits" was especially true- of the topif'anp itle.,

for both Passage's and withobt arganizers.

/ Inert 1"ab1e.3 about here /

Passage Organization

As indicated in:Table 3, theoverglimean r3&-nse for -bOth

,the 3rd and 4th' grade subjects was greater ror passages with

organizers than,for.passages without. The means fdr-the third

graders were 4.57 with organizer and 4.52 without, while for.'

the fourth graders the' means were 4.53 and 4.16, respectively.

As, stated earlier, this difference was significant for the fourth.

grade subjects only. Although third giaders tended to have higher

?Weans on passages with organizers, the analysis of valfance

revealed that these differences were not srgnificant.

Question Type

Looking at the,.means in Table 3, it is clear that for both

3rd and 4th grade subjects, the mean responses were-highest for

topic, then title, then main idea statement questions, in that

'1
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.

order. This was true for passages. with organizers as well as for

those passages Without. The overall mean; (i.e., the average

.acrosd,nassage organization) for the third graders were - 14.

4.8 on topic, 4.58 on title,,and 4626 on main idea statement,
t

;
.. ..,

questions, while for the fourth graders,. the corte_spon'ding °means
. 4

.

were 4.73, 4.46, and 3.93. A Tukey's'post hoc analysis was

performed on. these' means to.aetermine-any-eigniffCant difference,.

The difference between 'topic and main idea statement means was

significant ati,the .01 level for both the third and fourth grade-
.

subjects. The tille and main idea:Stfftement response difference

,was also significant for both grade levels. No significant
-

differehce was found between 16ppic and title.responees. This

might be attributed to the limitation of the test range, i.e.., mast
.. .<

of the subjects rOptruda.0.1,correctly ta 'the topic and title

questions.

Passage Organzation

Is 0qmprehensio'n of .the main idea affected lacthe

orRcnization of the passages r'e'ad? The-results `of 'this. study
. ;

lend additional support. to the notion that.passage arganIZation

,Discussion
o

t.°

may. affectreading ,comprehenion In this study, one aspect of
.

-passage ganiretion was identi, led and its effect..an a\single
'

aspect of reading/ comprehensian was tested'.* ItWae(fOund'that.

main i.:(Jea comprehension wae greater on passages with or.ga2- izers®

at,leastpfor one s That is, the scares were significantly

'greater on passages wi organizers for the fourth-, but not for

t
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the th rd 6rade subjects. One explanatiOn for the ,third

grade esults is offered for discussion
the introduction to this s dy, severe researchers-have

investigated the effects '.f vaSrious organiz rs on reading

comprehension. `-They. ,found that organ' ers significantly

here. As stated in

10

affect Poor readers' comprehension, but ha e little effect on-
'

comprehensie 4 Agood'readers. TheSe findi
..

t gs have been

interprat*dtv aOffie to mean the f011owing*: -(
, .,:.

food readers

impose.same:organizational structure on assa9 s as they read,

thus: ha vl-ng--Ai the 4. need of adva.nced--Pr tl stated

pgsstigeorigAnizersf,, 2j poor reader4t n the', o her hand, Mend.

not to 'organ rilaferal, independent Dols or aids
*

for organiZing .,pat age content: Seem to erilia ,'.t.1\eir: ,... " ..._
.

c.o.mprenqnsio. --...nfrvtaiizing from the' abciv -.irrelings it' is ....'
...30postibl-e that-a:,p-ps.sag-e Organ-1szer: or7,,toPicISen.tence would

;sr

funttidn more , as an :drp,aftlizj,,pgy;t1561.'-Poi4 POPt thp-n f qt.( good-

readers. Na latteopt diff'grbntiate good fro poor

.eade.rs in this ,study,- but-, ,S.pecifry C.'ng e-3.Pror better
--t,,,,:,;_

. reading leveil as ,creria. for-'subject 'selection. Unddubtably '..,
:..e.. .

limited the ',third grade 'S 'ample o gob& r
,

-dere, The f O... , .

r
F f

grade. sampke,00n4lieother hand, cof
,

oul, ' included e rative ly
0, - 1 .

parlor as,o.t!,lell` as''' g Orli!! ,,readers . Comparing :,' ttie' riieO:rts the. ,

,i4b: ..0. . . .

third. and 'f ourth:^grade subjects seams '..,t.. Sit.ippgi. t.hi 0 , pciint
. , .., ,.. .,..,....., :(

The, to,pi.Co,1.1:11e, and main idea statement'Aearis.',0-0 ,passages with
: .4 .., .'" G,' ;:,,-, , ° ., - ,

s.' :Organizers: a're,,,a1Mbet--4..n th twO eampree; thp rnEans
- r 4 V ' , .

. ,

-for .106'SS,agee 1/43. tildut .organi tetUal,,19, N.:yher:'fbr ^.-
, .

'the .1.hkrld -gra 'than rbr the 'fou grade,e'eu:b-lec'tS,..4mplying,
, . , ;- 0 ;,, 0- ,7'

Ahird gr.,,ade SuPeriority..-.. If it pore true thategootfreaderS ':

.f .



t IOW.

benefit little from arganiiational aids, then it would not

be surprising that no significant differences were found betw een .

passages with and without organizers ftir the third gr ade

sample, yet were evident for the more diverse 'fourth grade
,

poOtiation. While this explanation is conjecture, it does

a

appear to warrant investigation.

One implication of this study is the apparent need to

.,,,,ievaluaee the materiels children
,

are expected to comprehend:

more spec'cifically, it is important to consider passage

organization hen asking for main idea comprehension, bearing-4

in mind that is easier to comprehend the main idea of

passage's with organizers thah without. This does not mean

that main idea.should be taught using passages with pasaoe

organizers or topic sentences only, or that all passages should

whave well developed topic sentences, but rather, that it is

important to acknowledge the diffefences between the two

main idea tasks. A teaching sequence that acknowledges

these differences would include teaching main idea of passages

with,. topic sentences prior to teaching, main idea of passages
tI)

without.

This Study raises several questions abput the effect of

passage organizatioQ on comprehension. 'The role of a passage
4

organizer in nizing materials for poor readers ,should

be investigated. If inserting a topic 'sentence into passage

content increases comprehension.performance-for poor readers9
s'A

then more attention should be given to using topic ,pentences

as comprehension taols for poor readers: Second, a passage s

.13 I
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organizdr,'or topic sentente, is only one aspect of passage'

orgahization Other aspects shbuld be identified, and their

effects on reading, comprehension determined. ft.pal/y, the

effects of-passage organization on tasks other than main idea

copprehension should be studied. c.Even though 'a topic sentence

organizes.dontwt and aids identification of the main idea,'

it" might not. faCilitate 'eomprehending passage details,

understanding sequenctr'or drawtng conclusions.

Question TYe

Is compr ?hension of the main, idea affected by. the type=WNW, 116 OM1/0111 41701011.
-9

of main idea question asked? The findings of tha study seem

to suggest that there may be levels of main idea comprehensian.

In this' study, ,at least two discrete main idea response levels

were identified: a general response (topic dr tit,10'and, a
more discriminating response (main idea Statement). Bas6d

on these findings,.the-teaching and testing of-lhain idea

comprehension should acknowledge the differencd>s between -

topic/title and main-'idea statement questioning. They seem to,

be two different tasks, one obviously easier than the other.
..

It would appear that the type of main idea question: asked by

the teacher or the testmaker would depend.on thelobjective

of the instruction or assessment. If the objective of

instruction or assessment is -a general awareness,afr,the

,*
. passage content, then.topic/title questApaitg may be appropriate.

If the goal of instruction or assessment is a fine.

of main idea discrimination, then questions that ask for

more thah a general responte would be required.

From the findings of this study, a possible instructional



,t)

sequence could_beinferred. An' instructional sequence.for.

mtin idea comprehension .might begin with teacOing
%

to identify a topic or. t.irtle prior `to working with identifying

topic sentences or summary staltemants.

Future resaafch, might attempt to test the hypothesis ',

that subjects at any grade level can learn to, respond to

a main idea,task at any response level.

ti

r. 0 N
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Table* 1

tHE ANALYSIS OF VARIA4GE'VOR'THIRD 'GRADE SUBJECTS

Source

,Subjects . 21.38333 29 .737356 5.3821*
.13889 1 .138889 .3565Organizer/No Orminizer

Topic/TitleiMain'Idea
Interaction

8.63333 dr

42141
2

2
4.316666
.105556

11.1409 *
47099

Residual 56.183/1 145 .38746

C .01
,

. .

Table 2 ; _ .

THE ANALYSIS OF :VARIANCE FOR FOURT4,GRADE'SpnECTS

Source

Subjects
. .

Organizer/No Organizer
Topic/Title/Main Ida

-Interaction
Residual

Third

-. fourth.

cif Ms

77.9778 29
.x.

2.688889
8.0222 1 8:02223
19.9111 2 9.95554
1.6444 2 .82221

60..2550 145 .41900

0
. Table

1

6.4179 -*
. 19.146 *

\

23:76023 *
1.9623

CELL MEANS FOR THIRD AND-FOURTH GRADE SUBJECTS

BY QUESTION TYPE AND PARAGRAPH ORGANIZATION

-Topic

Organizer

No Organizer

Across,OrganizatiOn
,

4.83

4.76

4.80

Organizer

No Organiter

Across Organization

4.83

4.63

4.73

Title .

.

Main Idea,

Across"
Topic/Title/
Main'Idea

4.56

'4.60

4.33.

4.20

. 4.57

Ir 4.'52

4.58 4.26 4.55

4.66 4.26 4.58

4.26 3.60 4.16

4.46 3.93, 4.37

1 7.


